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Incorporating quality tradebooks into the social studies
instructional program can add a whole new dimension.

For

example, quality historical stories tend to be more interesting
and sometimes easier to read than expository style texts, crowded
with facts, of textbooks.

Huck, Hepler, and Hickman (1987)

relate that there is a direct relationship between the students
responding positively to a work and their comprehension of it.
As a result, students can acquire a greater understanding of an
important era in their country's history through historical
fiction.
Purpose
This paper will discuss the value of extending the
literature base of the social studies program by offering quality
historical fiction to extend perspectives of the past.
Specifically, historical fiction pertaining to the Civil War will
be selected, based on a criteria for quality works in this genre.
Ways these experiences can be extended through expressive
activity will also be presented.
Value of Extending the Literature Base of
the Social Studies Program Through Historical Fiction
Through literature experiences, children can learn facts,
form concepts, and begin to sense human history, for literature
works offer opportunities to travel across time and place.
Historical fiction can open many avenues of study in the social
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studies for children.

For example, the Civil War is one era that

can be explored by students through a wealth of quality
literature.

Quality pieces of this genre are carefully

researched for authenticity.

Many aspects of the events,

different points of view, the human element (round, dynamic
characterization), and the descriptive settings enable young
people to gain a better understanding of this time period.
Historical fiction and historical biographies, autobiographies,
and diaries help students personalize history.

As a result,

students can identify more closely with the people and events
being studied (Galda, 1990).

Johnson and Ebert (1992) also

concur that the ideas in historical fiction works are more
relevant to students than expository texts that make sterile
connections to students' lives.

From literature experiences, it

is easier for children to relate a character's real-life
experience to their own.
Offering a number of tradebooks focused on a specific topic
or theme can serve the wide range of children's reading abilities
often found within one classroom.

Many times the range is

represented by three grade levels above to three grade levels
below grade placement.

It is extremely important that students

are reading at a comfortable level.

Tradebooks can offer that

comfort to students while expository texts many times only serve
to frustrate learners because the reading level is too advanced.
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Textbooks inundate the learner with concepts, rarely
expanding on them before moving on to the next ones.

An entire

period of history may be covered in one short chapter with
interesting details and explanations omitted due to lack of
Historical tradebooks can offer a more thorough

space.

investigation (Johnson & Ebert, 1992).
Not only does the implementation of literature in the
social studies reinforce and enrich textbook concepts, it
encourages children's desire for more knowledge.

The high

interest value of literature can help motivate children to learn
content.

As a result, students involved in a literature-based

social studies program can gain a wider knowledge base of the
time period as well as positive attitudes toward reading and more
sophisticated reading abilities (Johnson & Ebert, 1992;
Armbruster, 1991).
Tradebooks in the social studies classroom can prepare
students for better citizenship, a major goal of social studies
programs.

Because experiences with historical fiction can

promote higher level thinking abilities necessary for a
fulfilling life, students can gain the ability to make informed
social decisions, necessary for good citizenship {Brophy, 1990;
Court, 1991; Lehman &Hayes, 1985; Riecken &Miller, 1990).
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Implementation of Historical Fiction into
a Unit on the American Civil War
A large number of quality historical fiction works are
available for implementation into a unit on the Civil War in the
upper elementary grades.

A number of authors have contributed

works focusing on this era in American history such as Patricia
Beatty, Jean Fritz, Carolyn Reeder, Lou Kassem, and William 0.
Steele.

Each work offers its own unique perspective of the

conflict, enabling young readers to acquire an informed view of
the issues, to draw conclusions, and to make judgments about the
past.
Criteria for Selecting Historical Fiction Works
In choosing books of historical fiction, a number of
criteria need to be considered before books are implemented into
the school program.

The criteria developed by Huck et al. (1987,

p. 536) for the evaluation of historical fiction were used to
select works for the unit.
Does the book tell a good story?
Is fact blended with fiction in such a way that the
background facts and description are subordinate to the
story?
Are the elements of the story accurate?
Does the author avoid any contradiction or distortion
of the known events of history?
Does the story accurately reflect the values of the
times, or is it written from today's viewpoint?
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Are different points of view on the issues of the time
presented or acknowledged?
Is the dialogue constructed so as to convey a feeling of
the period without seeming artificial?
Is the language of the times explained or understood from
the context?
Does the theme provide understanding for today's problems
as well as those of the past?
Literary Elements in Historical Fiction
Well-developed literary elements are important
considerations for selecting historical fiction works.
Characterization, setting of the story, plot organization, and
theme work together to make the story memorable.

In historical

fiction, characters and their actions need to be convincing.
They should be believable so that the reader can come to know the
character as a real person (Lukens, 1990).

It is easy to

understand Chris' hatred for the Union army in Steele's The
Perilous Road and to feel Hannalee's desire to find her brother
and reunite with the rest of her family in Georgia after being
taken a prisoner of war in Beatty's Turn Homeward, Hannalee.
The story setting gives the reader important information
about where and when the story occurs.

In historical fiction, it

is important that the details of the setting be authentic.
Details of the Civil War's setting are particularly important for
Iowa children in comprehending where the story occurs because the
events occurred not only in the past but at a distance
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geographically.

For example, Carolyn Reeder's Shades of Gray

takes place in Virginia and deals with Will's adjustment to his
new life with relatives in rural Virginia.

In Turn Homeward,

Hannalee, by Patricia Beatty, Hannalee Reed is plucked from her
rural home in the South and is taken to work in a war factory in
the North until she escapes and makes her way home again.

In

Keith's Rifles for Watie, readers are taken to the Western front
of the Civil War.

In this story, the central character, Jeff,

journeys throughout Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and
Missouri as a spy for the Union army.
Historical fiction encompasses many themes: the meaning of
freedom, loyalty and treachery, love and hate, acceptance of new
ways, closed minds versus questing ones, and good versus evil
(Huck et al., 1987).

In Keith's Rifles for Watie, Jeff Bussey

must choose between loyalty and treachery when he discovers men
on both sides are men he can like and admire.

Chris Brabson's

hatred for the Yankees nearly causes the death of his brother in
Steele's The Perilous Road.

The themes in these works of

historical fiction are recurring problems that are identifiable
by today's readers.
Ways to Present the Literature Base
The literature base of a unit on the Civil War can be
extensive due to the number of quality works available and to the
many related activities that can extend these literature
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experiences.

Through the use of school, community, and area

education agency libraries and community resources, teachers have
a wealth of educational materials at their disposal.
Learning Centers
Much of the unit's activities can be presented through
centers.

Centers provide students alternative activities from

which to choose and opportunities to work independently of much
teacher direction.
Sustaining Centers
These centers are maintained throughout the school year
with their content changing to support the units of study as they
are presented.
Reading center.

Of top priority is the reading center

supplied with topical books.

In order for the unit to be

successful, students must experience quality works depicting many
aspects of the Civil War so that they can make insightful
judgments based on the available information.

Books with a wide

range of reading levels will further the students' reading
experiences.
~

Color copies of book covers, such as Rifles for

and Listen for Rachel, make the center attractive.
Author center.

This center presents an author whose work

can contribute to the unit of study.
Beatty and her works can be featured.
authentic insight into this era.

For example, Patricia
She provides a sensitive,

Her books include

Be Ever
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Hopeful, Hannalee; Turn Homeward, Hannalee; Behave Yourself,
Bethany Brant; Jayhawker; and I Want My Sunday, Stranger. A
biographical sketch can accompany a display of her works:
Patricia Robbins Beatty was born in Portland, Oregon in 1922.
She married John Beatty, who was also a teacher and author of
history.

Ms. Beatty is the author of fifty books for children

and is well-known for the intensive research that she put into
writing each of her works.

She is quoted as saying, "My passion

is for the past." She also said, "I want to share my excited
sense of the past with children and I try by every means at my
command, including some very laborious research, to make them
aware of how life was lived at some particular period,"
(Something about the Author, vol. 30, p. 49).
Interesting objects center. This center can provide from
the Civil War era, replica hats, guns, artillery; authentic shell
casings; maps of battlefields; and other items of local interest
from the Delaware County Historical Museum which includes a copy
of Lincoln's Gettysburg Address and documentation of Lenox
College's contribution in terms of volunteers during the Civil
War.

Also, photographs of the Civil War Monument on this College

campus can be displayed.
Bookmaking center.

In this center, students have access to

directions and supplies for constructing books for their
composition activity.
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Centers Specific to the Unit
These centers related specifically to the unit on the Civil
War can allow students to further their investigation of topics.
Journaling center.

This center suggests that the students

put themselves in a character's place by writing journal entries
from that character's point of view.

For example, a student can

write entries as the character Hannalee Reed, detailing her
troubles while being taken North with her brother and her
subsequent escape.
Diorama center.

A diorama can be developed.

A scene from

the Civil War can be presented by constructing with materials,
such as clay, construction paper, and other supplies.

Students

can do research to provide background for their project.
Big-as-Life center.

Life-sized cutouts of the fictional

characters can be constructed by the students for display.
Students can re-examine works for specific details to incorporate
into the figures.
Biography center.

Biographies of the characters in the

historical works can be written based on the information in the
volumes.

In the case of real historical people, further research

can be done through the use of encyclopedias, biographies, and
other historical fiction works.
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Teacher-Directed Activities
These activities can be directly supported by the teacher.
Comparative Chart
Students can be assisted in developing a chart comparing
conflicts, settings, characters, and themes for three to five
historical novels pertaining to the Civil War.

Figure 1 presents

an example of this activity.
Map of Characters' Travels
Teachers can help students develop a map that traces the
travels of the main characters of historical works, plotting
their courses and where their paths cross.

For example, students

might chart the travels of Jeff Bussey, on the Western front of
the Civil War from Keith's Rifles for Watie and the journeys of
Hannalee Reed in Beatty's Turn Homeward. Hannalee.
Dramatization
Portions of novels can be dramatized or presented as
reader's theater.

Teachers can assist students in developing

characters' parts for performance as skits or short plays.
Map of Battles
A map of the battles of the Civil War can be developed.
Students can do research on specific accounts to accompany
important points on the map.

FIGURE 1
COMPARATIVE CHART OF HISTORICAL WORKS
RESOLUTION
T!TL E & AUTHOR

SETTING

MAIN CHARACTER

C □ rlFL

I CT

ACT!OfJ

I

~_!"ady_
by Jean Fritz

Hills of
Pennsylvania

Brady Minton

Runaway slaves are
being helped at local
stations. Brady cannot
be trusted to keep
secrets.

Fi re on farm,
Father injured
Conflict with
neighbors

llrady proves
himself by
transporting slave

Rifles for Watie
by Harold Keith

\Jes tern FrontKansas, Texas,
Oklahoma,
Arkansas, Missouri

Jeff Bussey

Jeff fights and spies
for Union, befriends
rebels.

Various battles
Jeff's escape
from enemy

,Jeff resrects
confederates &
their motives. He
escapes & returns
home.

Turn Homeward, Hannalee
by Patricia Beatty

Georgia, Kentucky,
Indiana

Hannalee Reed

Hannalee and brother
are taken North to
work in mill for
Union.

Hannalee runs away,
finds her brother,
and starts home.

Hannalee & her
brother return
home safely.

The Perilous Road
by William 0. Steele

Hills of
Tennessee

Chris Brabson

Family is divided
over Har. Chris hates
the Union Army.

Chris fires on troors,
lets Union Army's mules
loose, gives info. to
South that could kill
brother & tries to
undo his actions.

Chris realizes
Union soldiers are
no different than
he. He finds out
brother is safe.

Listen for Rachel
by Lou Kassem

Mountains of
Tennessee

Rachel Sutton

Family is divided
over Civil War.

Rachel learns folk
medicine. She treats
Union soldier.

After the War ends.
Rachel marries
Union soldier.

Shades of Gr!!_.y_
by Carolyn Reeder

Virginia

Wi 11 Pa(Je

Will desrises Yankee

Will must prove he
soldiers & North. Hill is loyal to South
to neighbors.
must go live with
relatives when family
dies. Because uncle is
a pacifist, he does not
participate in conflict.

Wi 11 learns of
enemy soldier's
gratitude &
realizes he was
wrong.
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Field Trip
The students in the writer's class can participate in a
field trip to the Delaware County Museum Complex in Hopkinton,
Iowa.

A slide show about the Museum can be used to introduce the

Museum in the classroom.

On the grounds, the Civil War Monument

dedicated to those men from the area that fought in this conflict
can be viewed.

The Museum also displays authentic weaponry,

apparel, and other artifacts from area residents who participated
in the War.

In the cemetery near Delhi, the grave of a local man

who died while in the prison can be seen.
Summary
A literature-based approach to teaching a unit on the Civil
War era offers many opportunities for genuine learning among
students to take place.

Because they are active learners, they

flourish in a learning environment that offers choices of
resources and related activities from which they can choose.
Based on classroom observation, students are much more
enthusiastic about this instructional approach than the
traditional textbook approach.

Students are energized, thus

engaging more in in-depth thinking.

They accept the opportunity

to read from many sources and make judgments based on the many
perspectives accessible rather than experiencing one point of
view.

Students relate to the characters in historical works and

can understand their conflicts and motives more clearly.
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